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Abstract: 
This article attempts to map the discursive terrain that marks contemporary engagements with feminism in Germany. In particular, the article explores a 2010 interview with Germany’s family minister Kristina Schröder, and its coverage in the media. Based on a discourse analysis, the article traces four discursive themes that characterise contemporary negotiations of feminism: a repudiation of the figure of the ‘feminist-as-lesbian’, a postfeminist sensibility, an individualist and neoliberal outlook, and a limited engagement with differences amongst women. By theorising these discursive strands, the article places the German context into wider debates. More specifically, it makes contributions to existing research by demonstrating how particular stereotypes---such that feminists are against heterosexual sex---attach to feminism through reiteration. In addition, it intervenes in current debates about gender politics by demonstrating how statements about ‘western’ women’s emancipation work in tandem with problematic discourses about ‘other’, allegedly oppressed women to construct the western, autonomous, feminine subject.  
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		The status of feminism is contested in many contemporary western European societies. As recent work on the so-called postfeminist era has shown, feminism is taken into account and simultaneously repudiated (Rosalind Gill, 2007; Angela McRobbie, 2009). Many young women, for example, dis-identify with feminism (Kristina Reiss, 2004; Emma Rich, 2005). And when feminism is claimed, it is frequently endorsed in the context of asserting western superiority vis-à-vis ‘other’ cultures that are cast as patriarchal (Saba Mahmood, 2005; Sherene Razack, 2004). More recent events, however, seem to indicate a shift. In some western countries, such as Britain, there has been a resurgence of feminist activism (Jonathan Dean, 2010a; Catherine Redfern and Kristin Aune, 2010). In Germany too, several journalists and authors have recently published popular books that endorse feminism (e.g. Meredith Haaf, Susanne Klingner, and Barbara Streidl, 2008a). While some of these books engage with feminism in ambivalent ways, they indicate that feminism is (back) on the public agenda. How then do we make sense of contemporary engagements with feminism? 
	This article suggests that we can usefully explore current negotiations of feminism by mapping the discursive terrain that they are embedded in. Instead of asking whether feminism is predominantly repudiated or embraced, I focus on an interview and ensuing media debate to investigate the discursive strands that circumscribe engagements with feminism. The interview took place in Germany in November 2010 and features the Federal Minister of Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women and Youth, Kristina Schröder, and Alice Schwarzer, a well-known journalist who is frequently (and problematically) hailed as the representative of feminism in Germany. In an interview with the weekly news magazine Der Spiegel, Schröder (Schröder, 2010​[1]​) made a range of statements that critiqued feminism and suggested that Schwarzer claimed heterosexual sex was hardly possible without the subjugation of women. Schwarzer replied with a strongly worded open letter to the minister, describing her as, amongst other things, incompetent (Schwarzer, 2010). This exchange between Schröder and Schwarzer sparked a lively media debate. 
By critically analysing Schröder’s interview, and its media coverage, I suggest that there are at least four discursive themes that characterise contemporary negotiations of feminism: a repudiation of the ‘feminist-as-lesbian’ figure (Victoria Hesford, 2005), a postfeminist sensibility (Gill, 2007), an individualist and neoliberal outlook (Zygmunt Bauman, 2001; Nikolas Rose, 1992), and a limited engagement with differences amongst women. While my main focus is on the interview with Schröder, I hope that my analysis offers interesting insights into the ways in which broader cultural trends---such as heteronormativity, postfeminism, neoliberalism, and discourses about cultural differences---figure in contemporary debates about feminism. 


Negotiations of feminism: mapping the terrain 
Until recently, public debates in Germany were marked by a relative absence of discussions about feminism (Sabine Hark and Ina Kerner, 2007). While there was an active women’s movement in West Germany in the 1970s and 1980s (Ilse Lenz, 2001) and in East Germany in the 1980s (Ingrid Miethe, 2002), subsequent years were constituted by a quieter period. This changed in 2006 as the result of a public debate about demographic changes in which some commentators blamed the gains of 1970s feminism---such as women’s entry into the labour force---for the comparatively low German birth rate. The anti-feminist tone of the debate gave rise to critical responses and several younger authors published books that proclaimed a ‘new’ feminism (Elisabeth Klaus, 2008). Since then, feminist issues have been discussed in a range of spheres, such as a lively blogging scene and a new feminist magazine, Missy (www.missy-magazine.de (​http:​/​​/​www.missy-magazine.de​)). Whilst the ‘new feminism’ is a diverse field, these events, and not least the Schröder/Schwarzer debate, indicate that feminism is back on the discursive stage. 
There are several bodies of literature that explore contemporary engagements with feminism in Germany as well as other western European countries, such as Britain​[2]​. One set of research has focused on representations of feminism in the media and popular culture (Dean, 2010b; Gill, 2007; McRobbie, 2009; Ursula Müller, 2004). Other research is based on qualitative interviews and has explored how women, and particularly young women, discuss feminism (Reiss, 2004; Rich, 2005). Yet another body of literature focuses on contemporary feminist politics, analysing on-going and new forms of activism (Dean, 2010a; Redfern and Aune, 2010). And lastly, there is historical research that puts contemporary engagements with feminism into perspective by tracing how feminism has been engaged with in the past (Ute Gerhard, 2000; Martin Pugh, 2000). All these bodies of literature stress that feminism is a contingent term and that there is no one women’s movement with a unified set of goals. For these reasons, this article regards feminism as a discursive category to signify various understandings of the term and to avoid exclusionary definitions (Judith Butler, 1992)​[3]​.
	Although the meaning of feminism is contingent, it is frequently associated with unfeminine women, man-haters and lesbians (Hesford, 2005; Karsch, 2004; Müller, 2004). Indeed, the historical literature demonstrates that this has been the case since at least the early 20th century (Gerhard, 2000; Pugh, 2000). The association of feminism with women who transgress heterosexual conventions suggests that engagements with feminism are in part shaped by the negotiation of heterosexual conventions. Kristina Reiss (2004), for example, found that young women feared that they would be regarded unfeminine if they openly identified as feminists. 
Feminism, however, is not entirely portrayed in a negative light---in the media, in popular culture or in talk. The concept of postfeminism, as it has been theorised by Gill (2007) and McRobbie (2009), demonstrates that feminist and anti-feminist discourses exist simultaneously. While postfeminism is a contested term, Gill (2007: 269) has suggested that it is usefully perceived of as a sensibility where, amongst other features, “feminism is not ignored or even attacked [...] but is simultaneously taken for granted and repudiated”.  
In the postfeminist era, feminist perspectives are frequently disavowed through the use of “aggressive individualism” (McRobbie, 2009: 5) where links between individuals’ fates and broader social currents are disarticulated (Bauman, 2001). Widespread beliefs that structural constraints can be dealt with on an individual level dissolve the appeal of feminism (Rich, 2005). This individualist outlook resonates with the prevalence of neoliberalism which positions citizens as capable managers of their own lives. Neoliberalism, here, is understood as a “mentality of government” (Rose, 1992: 145) where power is seen as working through, and not against, subjectivity. This Foucauldian approach to neoliberalism (Michel Foucault, [1979] 2008) indicates that feminism may seem unappealing because its perceived focus on collective struggle sits uneasily with the neoliberal imperative to navigate opportunities and challenges individually. 
Although structural constraints are frequently disarticulated, feminist research has shown that individuals’ experiences are shaped not only by their gender, but also by their positioning in relation to race, ethnicity, class and sexual orientation---to name just a few (Butler, 1993; Kimberly Crenshaw, 1991; Beverly Skeggs, 1997). In the context of contemporary negotiations of feminism, however, differences amongst women tend to be discussed in narrow terms by focusing on ‘other’, non-western and ‘still’ patriarchal cultures. These discussions problematically reiterate neo-colonial discourses about the west’s alleged superiority in relation to gender politics (Mahmood, 2005; Razack, 2004) and shift the focus away from persisting gender inequalities in western contexts. 
The review of the existing literature pre-stages the themes that I argue characterise contemporary engagements with feminism: the portrayal and repudiation of feminism as transgressing heterosexual norms, a postfeminist sensibility, individualist and neoliberal rhetoric, and a selective engagement with differences amongst women. In my subsequent analysis, I will trace these tendencies by exploring Schröder’s interview and its media coverage. After a discussion of my methodology, the first analytical section will explore how the trope of the ‘feminist-as-lesbian’ is reiterated across the media debate. The second and third section will focus on the use of postfeminist, individualist and neoliberal rhetoric respectively, while the final section will explore how differences amongst women are framed. 

Research Methodology 
The arguments presented in this article are based on a discourse analysis of Schröder’s interview and the ensuing media debate. In particular, I conducted a close analysis of Schröder’s initial interview and then explored whether similar discursive patterns reoccurred in the media debate. In order to conduct a systematic analysis of the media coverage across a range of German print and online media, I used the Nexis UK news search tool. I picked a broad search term, ‘feminism’, and searched for it ‘anywhere’ to access a large number of articles. My chosen time frame began on November 8, 2010 when Schröder’s interview was published, and lasted until December 31. While the debate mainly took place in November, I included the month of December to access end-of-year retrospectives that might reflect on the debate. The Nexis database provides access to several regional and national German newspapers that reflect a range of political outlooks. However, it does not include all newspapers, excluding such broadsheets as the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung and Süddeutsche Zeitung, as well as the widely read tabloid Bild. I thus accessed the archives of these newspapers in order to make my sample as inclusive as possible. My Nexis search solicited two hundred and eighty two results, which I read and then organised into a sample. A substantial amount of articles was reprinted in smaller regional newspapers, so my Nexis database included eighty-seven entries after I had deleted all repetitions. My archival search of the additional newspapers solicited eight entries in Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, five in Süddeutsche Zeitung, and one in Bild. A Google search brought up an additional article that was not in the Nexis database. This means that my overall sample contained one hundred and two entries. 
	The sample was analysed by drawing on the insights of discourse analysis and particularly the work of Michael Billig, Margaret Wetherell and Nigel Edley (Billig et al., 1988; Edley and Wetherell, 2001; Potter and Wetherell, 1987). Discourse analysts regard language as actively constructing ‘reality’ and explore the rhetorical function that particular statements fulfil. As the subsequent sections will demonstrate, my analysis focused on the implications of various discursive patterns, such as the positioning of feminism as a movement that was important in the past but is now redundant; the use of individualist rhetoric in the context of persisting gender inequalities; and the construction of stark differences between gender politics in ‘western’ and ‘non-western’ contexts. 
In relation to this particular set of data, my discursive analysis also involved a focus on the frequency in which particular extracts from Schröder’s interview reoccurred in the ensuing media debate. In my first cursory reading of the media coverage, I noticed that statements about feminism’s alleged negative stance towards heterosexuality were most frequently reiterated. Most entries did not debate other, and in my opinion equally newsworthy, claims such that women are partly responsible for earning less than men. Given my initial hunch that particular statements were reiterated more often than others, I counted and compared the frequency in which key claims appeared in subsequent media articles. As I will demonstrate in detail below, statements that associated feminism with homosexuality and a dismissive attitude towards heterosexuality were reiterated most often. 
While my focus on the reiteration of particular extracts from Schröder’s interview may seem trivial at first, I will argue that the counting of the reoccurrence of statements across the data illustrates the process through which particular stereotypes---such that feminists are against heterosexual sex---attach to feminism. These stereotypes, moreover, are not inconsequential but reflect particular concerns about feminism’s challenges to the heteronormative order (Hesford, 2005), and may facilitate a turning away from feminism (Ahmed, 2004). Whilst my analysis certainly has its limitations---my recourse to online databases does not allow me to explore how particular articles are arranged on the printed page---I hope that my discursive analysis with a focus on reiteration provides useful insights into the various discursive patterns that emerge from the interview with Schröder and the related media debate. 


The feminism that is not mine
The interview begins with questions about Schröder’s stance on feminism and then moves on to discuss other gender issues, such as the pay gap, women’s difficulties in combining having a family and a career, and positive discrimination. The tone of the interview, conducted by René Pfister and Markus Feldenkirchen​[4]​, is friendly but also provocative. Schröder is, for example, asked whether her being minister at age thirty-three makes up for her childlessness, and men are referred to as the “victims of feminism”​[5]​ in one question. The interview and Schröder’s responses are thus framed by the two reporters. This insight raises the question of the extent to which Schröder’s statements are a ‘true’ reflection of her personal opinions about feminism, and whether she can be seen to be the author of the claims she makes. In light of these considerations, it is important to note that discourse analysts abstain from making truth claims about ‘what is really going on’ in the minds of the individuals whose talk they study. Instead of seeing language as a reflection of an underlying reality, discourse analysts regard utterances as doing things. Indeed, discourse analysis dispenses with the notion of an “‘intentional’ sovereign subject” (Jonathan Potter and Susan Speer, 2002: 157). The attribution of particular statements to Schröder, as they appear in the interview and media debate, does therefore not entail claims about her ‘true’ opinions, but instead aims at exploring their rhetorical functions and discursive effects. 
It is the first few lines of the interview that give the clearest indication of how feminism is constructed in the conversation between the interviewers and Schröder. Schröder does not agree with Simone de Beauvoir’s claim that one is not born, but rather becomes a woman and refutes the notion that sex and gender​[6]​ “don’t have anything to do with biology”. Talking about her sartorial choices, Schröder emphasises that she enjoys wearing feminine clothes and has never felt the need to express her independence by dressing in a masculine way. When asked about Schwarzer, she states that she has read many of her books, which were “to the point” and “worth reading”. At the time same, however, several of Schwarzer’s claims went too far: “for example, that heterosexual sex is hardly possible without the subjugation of women. To this I can only say: sorry, that’s wrong”. According to Schröder, it is “absurd to define something that is vital to the survival of humanity as subjugation”; she “was never convinced by radical feminist arguments that homosexuality provides the solution to the oppression of women” and argues that the early feminism did in part overlook that happiness can be gained from being in a relationship and having children.
As my literature review has demonstrated, these statements reiterate widely held assumptions about feminism and its subjects: that feminists want to do away with differences between the sexes; that they are unfeminine and lesbian; and opposed to heterosexual sex, relationships and having children. Interestingly, these stereotypes about feminism are widely shared even though concrete examples are rarely given. The interview with Schröder reflects this trend by providing only an unspecified reference to “a radical variant” of feminism and a misinterpretation of Schwarzer’s early work on sexuality. And yet, my focus on reiteration reveals that the claims about feminism’s stances on heterosexuality and femininity are most frequently repeated in the ensuing media debate.
I counted the repetition of the following four of Schröder claims: 1) “I believe that at least the early feminism overlooked that happiness can be gained from being in a relationship and having children”. 2) [referring to Alice Schwarzer’s alleged claim that] “heterosexual sex is hardly possible without the subjugation of women. To this I can only say: sorry, that’s wrong”. 3) “It is absurd to define something [heterosexual sex] that is vital to the survival of humanity as subjugation. This would mean that society cannot subsist without the subjugation of women”. 4) [she was never convinced that] “homosexuality provided the solution to the oppression of women”. Reading all the sample entries and counting the instances of each quote being either cited verbatim, reiterated in part or paraphrased, revealed that claim one appeared twenty-seven times, claim two thirty-three times, claim three ten times and claim four sixteen times. Some articles cited more than one of the four statements. On the whole, forty-nine entries made reference to feminism’s alleged approach to heterosexual norms. In comparison, Schröder’s statements about the gender pay gap or positive discrimination were only referred to thirteen times across the sample. 
The reiteration of these particular stereotypes of feminism is noteworthy because it illustrates the process---at least in this specific context---through which certain stereotypes attach to feminism. Although Schröder’s interview does not provide any evidence, and even though Schwarzer’s public response refuted Schröder’s claims, the framing of feminists as anti-heterosexual sex is upheld through reiteration. Arguably, the claims about feminism’s approach to sexuality are reiterated because their sexualised content resonates with what researchers have identified as a broader shift towards ‘sexualisation’. According to Feona Attwood (2006: 77), sexualisation denotes a range of phenomena, including the “fondness of scandals, controversies and panics around sex”. Indeed, the German tabloid Bild (Tanit Koch, 2010) covered the exchange between Schröder and Schwarzer with the front-page headline “Bizarre Sex Fight” and juxtaposed photos of each with a ripped line in the middle to suggest a deep rift. In addition, it is difficult to report on the debate, and to take a stance, without summarising Schröder’s claims. This explains why they are reiterated in this article and in the media coverage. 
However, I go further than this and argue that Schröder’s comments about feminism make the debate intelligible because they tap into existing stereotypes. More specifically, I suggest that the claims about feminists’ stances on sexuality bespeak the heteronormative imaginary---and anxieties---that underpin engagements with feminism. Reflecting on how second-wave feminism is remembered in academia, Victoria Hesford calls attention to the prevalence of the sign of the ‘feminist-as-lesbian’, arguing that it haunts academic feminism. Hesford reminds us that haunting is intrinsic “to every dominant social and political order because it is a sign of that which has been forcibly expunged or evacuated from that order” (2005: 229). According to Hesford (2005: 238), the sign of the ‘feminist-as-lesbian’ haunts us precisely because it challenges the “socio-cultural institution of heterosexuality – challenges that are not yet over”. The figure of the feminist haunts the media debate about Schröder’s interview. It is frequently evoked but acquires almost phantasmatic status because of the lack of evidence. Drawing on Hesford’s analysis, I argue that it is not trivial that these particular stereotypes of feminism, as anti-heterosexual sex and lesbian, are upheld. 
This reading of the figure of the feminist not only sheds light on its frequent reiteration---as a haunting it is both present and, therefore, continually expunged---but also brings to the fore the performative force of such stereotypes. Feminism becomes a ‘sticky sign’ in this context, to use Ahmed’s (2004) term. Exploring the attribution of feelings to certain objects, Ahmed argues that feelings are produced as effects of circulation. She draws on performativity theory (Butler, 1993) to demonstrate how affects align themselves with objects by sticking to bodies. As I have shown elsewhere (Author, 2012), ‘homosexuality’ becomes attached to feminism, turning it into a sticky sign and evoking a chain of associations and affective responses. Feminism is not ‘simply’ associated with non-heteronormative practices and beliefs, but the reiteration of the ‘feminist-as-lesbian’ sign constitutes a particular affective economy that provokes a negative response. Whilst feminism can also become part of an affirmative affective economy, as is evident in on-going feminist activism and identification, Ahmed’s insights demonstrate that stereotypes have performative force in this context. Schröder’s interview, and many subsequent media articles, reject this type (read: anti-heterosexual norms) of feminism. Indeed, the debate exposes a disconcerting level of homophobia that is overwhelmingly left unchallenged. The rejection of the ‘feminist-as-lesbian’ figure is rarely interrogated, which indicates an implicit assumption that being lesbian and unfeminine is something that women should avoid.

A postfeminist sensibility 
Feminism, however, is not entirely repudiated in Schröder’s interview and the media debate. Instead, feminism is both taken into account and rejected. This type of engagement with feminism resonates with the postfeminist sensibility (Gill, 2007) and transpires throughout Schröder’s interview. Having rejected the non-heteronormative type of feminism, the interview moves on to a discussion of gender and work. In this context, Schröder makes several seemingly contradictory remarks. On the one hand, she states that women are in part responsible for earning less than men (see below); on the other, she says that women are “of course” still disadvantaged by, for example, being paid less than men for part-time work. She also points out that heated debates between two female politicians are referred to as “bitchiness”, whereas men are regarded as sharpening their profile in mutual disagreements.  She even “dare[s] make the assumption” that, in a professional world full of women, decisions at meetings would be made quicker. Schröder thus discusses some of the difficulties that women face. Indeed, Schröder ends the interview by stating that her being a young minister would not have been possible before (second-wave) feminism. 
	Schröder’s statements evoke feminist perspectives but reject feminism at the same time. In addition to distancing herself from the perceived radical, lesbian feminism, Schröder also rejects “dogmatic” forms of feminism. When the interviewers ask her where she would set the limits on gender equality, and whether she is opposed to being treated to dinner by men, she responds: 
I perceive of this as a nice gesture and the same applies to doors being held open for me. Nevertheless, it is less dogmatic today than it was in the past. And because of this, we can find these things nice in a relaxed way. This is certainly a privilege of my generation. 

The interviewers’ question about dinner invitations and the allusion to doors being held open are representative of a trivialisation of feminist politics (Skeggs, 1997). Such trivialising statements cast feminists as pedantic by struggling against minor issues such as doors being held open. It is thus unsurprising that the word “dogmatic” appears in the subsequent sentence, alluding to an earlier form of feminism that is no longer necessary. This type of feminism is allocated to the past, which reflects the postfeminist logic that feminism has to be understood as having passed away for it to be taken into account (McRobbie, 2009). The ‘pastness’ of feminism means that it is attributed to an older generation, as is indicated by Schröder’s subsequent allusion to generational privileges. While feminism was once necessary, things are different now and there is no longer a need for a “dogmatic” politics. 
Interestingly, this double entanglement of feminist and anti-feminist perspectives not only transpires throughout Schröder’s interview, but also characterises its media coverage. I did, for example, find it difficult to categorise individual articles as either ‘anti’ or ‘pro’ feminist. According to a provisional coding, twenty-nine articles provided overwhelmingly positive views of feminism as illustrated by an endorsement of feminist viewpoints and references to feminist scholars or activists beyond Alice Schwarzer. By contrast, I categorised nine entries as presenting predominantly negative views of feminism by, for example, portraying it as extreme. Overall, however, I found that the majority of articles simultaneously evoked and repudiated aspects of feminism, making it difficult to code individual entries as espousing a particular attitude towards feminism. These difficulties in categorising bespeak the contingent nature of feminism, demonstrating that feminism can be understood variously and evoke multiple responses within individual entries and across the sample. Going further than this, I want to argue that the simultaneous acceptance and rejection of feminism in the media debate reflects a postfeminist sensibility where feminism is simultaneously evoked and rejected. 
The disarticulation of structural constraints
I suggest that feminist and anti-feminist perspectives can coexist in these accounts because potential contradictions or, to use the language of discourse analysis, “ideological dilemmas” (Billig et al., 1988) are solved through individualist and neoliberal rhetoric. Thinking is dilemmatic because it is a social process and reflects the existence of contrary themes in common sense. Ideological dilemmas exist when competing sets of arguments have to be negotiated. In relation to the interview with Schröder, contradictory themes emerge from the simultaneous acknowledgment and disarticulation of feminism. This apparent contradiction is negotiated discursively through the use of individualist and neoliberal statements. 
Schröder’s discussion of the glass ceiling and gender pay gap illustrate this rhetorical process. When asked why she is against a quota for women in top management positions, Schröder replies: “To me, the economy primarily means free trade without state regulation”; a quota, argues Schröder, is the “ultima ratio”. Schröder is a member of the conservative party, the Christian Democrats, and the support for free markets reflects neoliberal convictions about political economic practices (David Harvey, 2005). Schröder’s claims about gender issues are, however, also neoliberal in the Foucauldian sense as they appeal to women’s responsibility for their career choices. In discussing the gender pay gap, Schröder makes the following statement: 
Women like to study German studies and the humanities; men, by contrast, electrical engineering – and this has effects on one’s salary. We cannot prohibit companies to pay electrical engineers more than people with a degree in German studies.

Interviewers: So it’s women’s own fault if they earn less? 

Schröder: They do at least have to be aware that certain career choices are linked to particular earning prospects.  

Schröder’s discussion of the gender pay gap is neoliberal in vein as it underlines women’s accountability for choosing particular careers. “Reality and destiny”, in Schröder’s account, “have become matters of individual responsibility” (Rose, 1992: 142); there is no reflection on the limitations of available choices. Schröder’s claims suggest that the appeal to individuals’ responsibility provides the solution to the gender pay gap. Indeed, she reinstates her remark about the differential pay of electrical engineers and humanities graduates in a subsequent interview (Schröder, 2010b).
	Schröder’s responses proclaim the values of choice and responsibility, and women’s active role in determining their life course. As a successful, young woman (thirty-three years old and federal minister), Schröder can be seen as falling into the category of “privileged subject of social change” (McRobbie, 2009: 15) who is benefitting from late modern conditions (Joanne Baker, 2008). Now able to go out to work, consume, and control reproduction, young women have become associated with the notions of freedom and choice and are regarded as capably maximising newly won opportunities (Anoop Nayak and Mary Jane Kehily, 2008). It is this postfeminist, neoliberal attitude that Schröder’s statements about the gender pay gap exhibit.  
	As McRobbie has however argued, this hopeful positioning of young women comes at the cost of giving up feminist politics. Individualist discourses of choice are deployed “as a kind of substitute for feminism” (2009: 1). This replacement of feminism also comes to the fore in Schröder’s account. When asked about her name change (Schröder got married after taking up her post and changed her surname to Schröder), and whether keeping one’s maiden name was a sign of emancipation, Schröder replies that “everybody has to decide for himself”​[7]​. In a succeeding interview with the magazine Capital, Schröder (Monika Dunkel and Claudio De Luca, 2010) discusses the “modern family” and claims that she takes “a liberal approach. Everybody has to know for himself how to negotiate roles. The state should, and cannot prescribe this”. This strongly individualist focus is striking, taking into account Schröder’s role as federal minister. Her statement is even more striking given German taxation laws that benefit the breadwinner model and thus incentivise a particular family form. This so-called ‘Ehegattensplitting’ (wife and husband splitting) provides tax advantages to sole earner families which discourages dual earner households (Jane Lewis et al., 2008).
	This individualist and neoliberal outlook calls on individuals to negotiate the contemporary gender regime self-responsibly and elides structural constraints that affect women’s lives. Schröder’s interview provides little evidence on gender (in)equality in Germany, which is collected by the ministry she presides over and which indicates that women continue to be disadvantaged in a range of spheres (BMFSFJ, 2012). Indeed, it is noteworthy that the media debate in general makes very little reference to on-going forms of gender (and intersecting) inequalities. If and when gender inequalities are discussed, the debate tends to focus on the difficulties that women experience in combining having a family and a career, rarely calling into question the assumption of women as primary care-givers, or that not all women may want to have children in the first place.
The media debate provides little discussion of some of the inequalities that women face, even though such research is freely accessible and widely available. I only counted six articles that reference statistical evidence.  Several articles, for example, cites statistics about the lack of female managers in stock-market listed companies (Ferdinand von Schirach, 2010; Barbara Thurner-Fromm, 2010; Astrid Wirtz, 2010) while another provides recent evidence on the gender pay gap (Niejahr, 2010).  These articles thus locate gender inequalities in the public and, more specifically, economic sphere. This means that inequalities are perceived of in narrow ways and that other issues are not discussed in relation with feminism. Overall, the media debate is characterised by an absence of existing research on patterns of discrimination which parallels the disregard for structural constraints in Schröder’s interview. The majority of articles read as if they are opinion pieces, suggesting that an individual’s feeling about gender issues is sufficient to engage in a debate about contemporary feminist politics. Social issues are thus negotiated on an individual level, resonating with Bauman’s (2001) claim that the links between individual experiences and broader social trends are disarticulated. 

Differences amongst women: constructing autonomous selves through oppressed ‘others’

The individualisation of gender inequalities in Germany stands in stark contrast to how gender issues are discussed in the context of ‘other’ cultures.  While Schröder’s interview, and its media coverage, have very little to say about the experiences of a diverse group of women, there are occasional references to patriarchal cultures. In a later interview, Schröder refers to the “problem” of “violence-legitimising norms of masculinity” (Schröder and Margarete van Ackeren, 2010). She subsequently links this type of behaviour “that equates masculinity with honour, and honour with violence” to domestic violence and to two particular groups: far-right youth and young Muslim men. The interviewer then asks whether “this is the misogyny of the year 2010 that we should focus on fighting” to which Schröder responds: “It is surely one of the very large problems. We have fought long for women’s equal status. Now we have to defend it against certain radical Muslim groups”. In these statements, two groups are singled out and, on a discursive level, a minority of political extremists is equated with a large religious group. There are around 4 to 4 ½ million Muslims in Germany (www.remid.de) and yet, no qualifiers are used in the reference to “young Muslim men”. Indeed, the focus shifts away from far-right youth at end of the statement by mentioning “certain radical Muslim groups” only. 
The interview’s construction of feminism shifts when discussing cultural and religious differences. The language becomes political and unequivocal. “We have fought” for women’s equality and now have to “defend” it against certain radical Muslim groups. The bellicose expressions (to fight and to defend) evoke the image of a cultural ‘other’ threatening ‘German’ achievements in the context of gender politics. And the focus on Muslim youth reiterates prevalent constructions of Muslim people in Germany and Europe, which portray them as belonging to a community oppressed by patriarchal and Islamic structures (Paul Mepschen, Jan Willem Duyvendak, and Evelien Tonkens, 2010). 
While feminism in the ‘German’ context is seen as no longer necessary, it is endorsed in relation to ‘other’ cultures. This discursive move has been documented in various contexts in recent years (Iveta Jusová, 2008; Sherene Razack, 2004) and is problematic for several reasons: It is neo-colonial in that “[c]olonialism rationalised itself on the basis of the ‘inferiority’ of non-western cultures, most manifest in their patriarchal customs and practices” (Mahmood, 2005). In addition, the uncritical insistence on cultural and religious differences pre-empts solidarities amongst women from a range of backgrounds; facilitates a repudiation of feminism as unnecessary in western contexts; constructs Muslim women as passive victims of patriarchal oppression; fails to acknowledge hierarchies both within the west and those countries designated as ‘other’; and portrays cultural and religious differences as the sole factor mediating one’s experience, leaving no room to account for the ways in which culture and gender interest with race, class and sexuality (Saba Mahmood, 2005; Uma Narayan, 2000). 
The unequivocal support for feminism in relation to ‘other’ contexts seems contradictory because it does not sit well with the coterminous call on women to take responsibility for their own lives. However, I regard the individualist and neoliberal outlook of Schröder’s statements not as a separate phenomenon, but link it to her comments about ‘other’ cultures. More specifically, I argue that the use of neoliberal rhetoric is intertwined with, and constituted by, othering statements. Schröder’s subject position as a woman in a ‘progressive’ culture is stabilised by constructing an-other culture that is characterised by patriarchal oppression. Western culture is depicted as fluid (‘we’ are all individuals), while ‘other’ cultures are portrayed as determining forces. As Wendy Brown (2006: 151; emphasis in original) has pointedly argued, liberal democracies “have culture” while non-western countries “are a culture”. Crucially, Brown sees the different roles attributed to culture as constructing particular subjectivities. It is the liberal subject that is able to step in and out of culture, to ‘have’ culture, while its ‘other’ is governed by culture. Thus, constructions of cultural difference do not simply offer different portrayals of culture (culture as mere background versus culture as dominance), but are constitutive of western, autonomous subjects. Assertions of cultural differences, in this instance, stabilise constructions of neoliberal, feminine subjectivity.
Crucially, Schröder’s discussion of cultural differences is very similar to Schwarzer’s. In her letter to the minister, Schwarzer refutes several of Schröder’s claims but then moves on to say that part of the problem is also the 
influx to Germany of people from cultures that have not undergone feminism, such as the ex-socialist military dictatorships in eastern Europe, or the Muslim countries. Their sons now have to face a modern world with their pre-modern, archaic notion of masculinity. This, in fact, creates plenty of potential for conflict where quite a bit is still amiss.

Similar to Schröder’s interview, Schwarzer draws on a progress discourse, where society is seen as moving from relative ignorance to enlightenment (Edley and Wetherell, 2001). The different temporalities are associated with particular groups and perceived as creating “plenty of potential for conflict”. Schwarzer refers to people from eastern European and Muslim countries, but note that she specifies which eastern European states she means, but makes a generalising claim when discussing “the Muslim countries”. 
Schwarzer is known for her Islamophobic views. In 2010, for example, she published the book Die große Verschleierung: für Integration, gegen Islamismus (The great veiling: for integration, against Islamism). Alice Schwarzer’s claims about Islam highlight the need for an intersectional (Crenshaw, 1991) analysis that challenges the Islamophobia and othering discourses of Schwarzer’s and Schröder’s statements. While the media coverage of the debate frequently positions the reader as having to take sides (you are either for or against Schwarzer/Schröder), I argue against such a polarizing approach. Instead, my analysis attempts to critique the heteronormative repudiation of feminism and individualist, neoliberal and neo-colonial outlook of Schröder’s interview, as well as Schwarzer’s Islamophobia.
Reflecting the media debate’s focus on pitching Schwarzer and Schröder against each other, there is very little discussion about the similarities between their Islamophobic claims. In a later interview with Focus, Schröder (Schröder and van Ackeren, 2010) states that her arguments about “radical Islam” are similar to Schwarzer’s: “Ms Schwarzer says a lot of astute and right [things] about the role of radical Islam in the oppression of women”. Apart from this line in the interview, the media debate does not extensively cover the othering discourses in the debate between Schröder and Schwarzer. While I welcome the fact that Islamophobic statements are not reiterated, it also bespeaks the debate’s disregard for differences (amongst women). The focus on the dilemma of combining having children with a career, and how this can be negotiated with a male partner, indicates that the debate implicitly centres on middle-class, heterosexual women. There is hardly any discussion of how women’s different positionings – in relation to ethnic and socio-economic background or sexual orientation – affect their experiences. There is, for example, no acknowledgement that women like Schröder may enjoy particular privileges due to their educational background (she has a Ph.D.), racial and national background (she is white German), or status as heterosexual, married women. 
Indeed, Schröder’s claim that “[w]e have fought long for women’s equal status. Now we have to defend it against certain radical Muslim groups”, and the coterminous rejection of feminism, raises questions about who is seen as the subject of feminism in Germany. By arguing against the quota, and by holding women responsible for earning less, Schröder’s statements seem to target a group of privileged women. Women’s experiences that might differ from that implicit norm only appear in the context of having to defend German values against ‘other’ cultures; feminism and its subjects are thus imagined in a particular way, splitting feminism into a politics for the privileged (and thereby making it redundant), and an Islamophobic protection of ‘German’ values. Sadly, there are very few press entries that pick up on this problematic engagement with difference. Meredith Haaf (2010), for example, who is one of the new German feminists, draws attention to Schröder’s having cut childcare benefit for low-income families and her previous xenophobic attempt to make ‘Deutschenfeindlichkeit’ (hostility towards Germans) a criminal offence. On the whole, however, an engagement with women’s intersecting positionings is absent from the debate.

Conclusion
This article analysed an interview with Germany’s family minister and the related media debate. It highlighted four themes that seem to mark contemporary engagements with feminism: a repudiation of the ‘feminist-as-lesbian’, a postfeminist sensibility, an individualist and neoliberal outlook, and a disregard for differences amongst women unless these are discussed in the context of ‘other’ communities. Apart from analysing the discursive terrain of negotiations of feminism, my analysis has developed the existing literature in at least two ways. First, my focus on the reiteration of the ‘feminist-as-lesbian’ stereotype moves beyond the observation that feminism is frequently associated with lesbianism by demonstrating how these associations are maintained. The article thus adds to our understanding of the commonly observed, but rarely empirically explored, phenomenon of feminism’s association with lesbianism. Second, my analysis of the workings of individualisation, neoliberalism and othering discourses demonstrates how these processes work in tandem to construct the autonomous, western subject. Similar to analyses of the postfeminist era that regard the entanglement of feminist and anti-feminist discourses as intrinsically linked, I have argued that the individualist and neoliberal outlook in Schröder’s interview is intertwined with, and constituted by, othering statements. As a result, my analysis highlights the need to view individualist, neoliberal and othering discourses not as separate discursive strands, but as mutually constitutive, at least in this specific context. 
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^1	  The absence of page-numbers in in-text citations indicates that the quote was published in the print media, and/or accessed online. 
^2	  I discuss research that is based in Britain because it is another western European context that I am familiar with. In addition, some key theoretical concepts that I draw on in this article have been developed usefully by scholars based in the UK, such as the notion of postfeminism (Gill, 2007; McRobbie, 2009). More generally, recent research that has been conducted in both Britain and Germany found similarities, rather than differences, in how gender issues were negotiated in the two contexts (Haritaworn, 2009; Erel, 2009). The discussion of English-language research therefore does not imply a disregard for cultural specificities, but helps place debates on feminism in a wider theoretical and cultural context. 
^3	  Leaving the terms ‘feminism’ undefined is also coherent with my analytical framework, discourse analysis. Jonathan Potter and Margaret Wetherell (1987: 50) critiqued traditional attitude research by arguing that attitudes shift, depending on varying understandings of the attitudinal object. This insight cautions against pre-defining feminism, which is the attitudinal object of my analysis.
^4	 Pfister is known for his negative stance on feminism, queer theory and gender mainstreaming (Pfister, 2006).
^5	 All quotations are taken and translated from Schröder, 2010. 
^6	  She uses the German term ‘Geschlecht’, which refers to both sex and gender. 
^7	  The translation uses gendered language to reflect the German ‘original’. Note, however, that the male form is often used as the general/neutral form. 
